
Focus Idea: Against the backdrop of a stratified, segregated society, New Testament churches were called to 
oneness and unity in Jesus Christ.

The Context: The book of Galatians represents one of the Apostle Paul’s earliest writings. Like 1 Thessalonians, this 
letter portrays a young, zealous - perhaps even headstrong - missionary. Here, at the outset of his 
writing career, Paul focused on the question of justification; how did people become right with God?

At the same time Paul was traveling and ministering, other preachers, sometimes called “Judaizers,” 
were teaching that inclusion into God’s family came through Jesus plus strict Torah observance. Paul, 
recently liberated from Pharisaic legalism, argued forcefully against this theology (see 1:6-9 and 3:1). 
Paul held that a requirement of circumcision and letter-of-the-law obedience not only created
obstacles to otherwise earnest seekers (see chapters 5-6) but that these ultimately predicated 
salvation on human works. For Paul, justification was a gift from God, not an earned benefit of ardent 
efforts or strict processes.

The Characters: The author of Galatians is the Apostle Paul, described in detail in previous Core40 lessons.

The Core: While the western world in which many Christians live today remains fractious, it would have been 
incomprehensible to persons living in a First Century Mediterranean culture. Greco-Roman society 
was highly discriminatory; it routinely segregated people according to race, economics, and power. 

The church that expanded into this culture needed to consider how the boundaries that persisted in 
the world around them would – or would not be – reflected in the way that congregations functioned. 
The primary question in Paul’s time was about participation by Gentiles. 

Jesus, after all, had been an observant Jew. He had been the Messiah expected by the nation of Israel. 
Jesus himself had said that he had been called to “only to the lost sheep of Israel” (Matthew 15:24). So 
what about those who had not been born into this ethnic group? Could Greeks, Italians, Spaniards, 
and Arabs join the family? Or need they first become Jews?

Paul wrote extensively on this issue (see also Romans 9-10) after seeing God’s work among non-
Jewish Christians (Acts 15 is critical to understanding his heart for Gentiles). But nowhere is his vision 
for participation so clearly epitomized as in Galatians 3:26-28.  In Christ Jesus, he says, you are all one 
family of faith. Through baptism, all persons are adorned with the “uniform” or “apparel” of Jesus. And 
if you are in Christ, you are the seed (sperma) of Abraham. 

Paul extended his definition of the Christian family beyond ethnicity. Slaves and freepersons were 
equal members of one group. Males and females shared the same place in the church. These 
additional blows to the prevailing social systems were revolutionary, especially in contexts like eating 
(see 1 Corinthians 11:17-34). But Paul would not be dissuaded from this radically inclusive ethic.

It is important to understand exactly what Paul is saying here. He is not saying that ethnicity is 
irrelevant or that the church is unconcerned about gender. Paul’s point is not that these marks of 
identity should be erased but that they should find new meaning and life in the community of faith, 
where all were equally adorned in the “clothing” of Jesus. 


